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On Nov. 16 to 20, the Uruguayan police force led a nationwide strike for higher pay and better
working conditions. This was the first such labor action ever by the country's police force and forced
the army to patrol cities and rural areas around the country to maintain public order. A government
agreement to raise security force wages by 50% across-the-board convinced police to return to work
despite other unresolved demands. But a series of strikes may now paralyze other state institutions,
since the police action encouraged more civil servant organizations to also push for wage hikes
and benefits. On Nov. 16, after months of unsuccessful requests to negotiate an array of grievances
with Interior Ministry officials, some 1,000 police officers in Montevideo held a spontaneous protest
demonstration outside President Luis Lacalle's office, and then unexpectedly called on police
officers around the nation to join in a national strike. By Nov. 17, patrolmen and commanding
officers in nearly all police headquarters throughout the country had joined the movement, with
police officers refusing to act in all but "life and death" situations. In some regions, the conflict
reached near crisis proportions. In the city of Artigas, some 600 km. north of Montevideo along the
border with Brazil, officers completely withdrew from the streets and locked themselves into the
city's two police headquarters. In Florida, a small city some 100 km. north of Montevideo, watchmen
abandoned local jails, leaving prisoners entirely without guards for hours. Similar problems were
reported in most other cities and towns, especially the urban centers of Fray Bentos and Mercedes,
along the Argentine border. In the capital, about 3,000 police officers set up makeshift huts in
a football field about 500 meters from President Lacalle's office, refusing to return to work or
dismantle their tents until the government met their demands. The strikers outlined four specific
points: 100% pay hikes for all police agents and commanding officers, the right to organize a labor
union, government housing for police personnel and a reduction in the police work week from 48 to
40 hours. Uruguay's security force personnel are said to be the country's lowest paid civil servants.
The minimum wage for police officers and non-ranking members of the armed forces is 467,000
pesos (about US$137) per month. Most police agents and soldiers earn on the average from US$150
to US$180. At first, the government refused to discuss the demands until the strikers returned to
work. In fact, on Nov. 17, President Lacalle ordered the armed forces to patrol all cities and rural
areas to maintain order the first such military action since the return to civilian rule in 1985. In
response, police threatened to suspend all security services even in emergency situations, and
claimed they would maintain the strike indefinitely. This, combined with unexpected declarations
of solidarity by some officers and members of the armed forces, apparently pushed the government
to negotiate. On Nov. 18 the government accepted Catholic Church mediation, and on Nov. 20
an accord was signed. The government granted a 50% hike in the minimum wage for all security
force personnel including the armed forces, and promised to launch a special housing program
for police officers. In turn, the police temporarily dropped the demands to form a union which
the government rejected as unconstitutional and the 40-hour work week. Nevertheless, the strike
apparently encouraged other civil servant and private-sector unions to step up pressure for pay
hikes and benefits. Coinciding with the police movement, doctors at Montevideo public hospitals
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held a 48-hour strike for higher wages. On Nov. 24, the Montevideo physicians were joined by other
health workers around the country in another nationwide 48-hour hospital strike. Public school
teachers are now threatening a national strike for January, when the new school year begins, if the
government does not grant 100% pay hikes across the board. On Nov. 23, the National Union of
Transport Workers (Union Nacional de Obreros y Trabajadores del Transporte) also began periodic
24-hour work stoppages for salary increases and other benefits. (Sources: Agence France-Presse,
11/16/92-11/19/92; Spanish news service EFE, 11/17/92-11/20/92)
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